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SPEAKING IN TONGUES 


A series of four messages by Richard W. De Haan, de- 
livered over a special network of leading radio stations 
throughout the world. 


1 
ITS DESCRIPTION IN THE BOOK OF ACTS 


The phenomenon called “speaking in tongues’ has 
aroused a great deal of interest in recent years. Secular 
newspapers and magazines have featured lengthy 
articles on this subject. Many educated people in old- 
line, staid, denominational churches unblushingly pro- 
claim that they speak in tongues. This is quite sur- 
prising, because only a few years ago any person who 
claimed that he did so was looked upon as a wild- 
eyed fanatic. Usually, he would be thought of as one 
who attended a small church made up mostly of un- 
educated people from the lower classes of society, with 
services which were highly emotional and quite empty 
of intellectual content. Much of this has changed, 
however, and the person who is not ready to imme- 
diately endorse “speaking in tongues” as a genuine 
sign from God makes himself quite unpopular in 
many circles. 

Not all who speak in tongues are in agreement as 
to the precise nature of the gift. Some look upon it as 
a speech of ecstasy in a Heavenly tongue, while others 
believe they use actual languages and dialects they 
have never learned, but which are in actual Usstimebe 
on earth. As we begin our study we recognize that a 
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number of basic questions must be answered. Is the 
gift of tongues really a sign that one has received the 
Holy Spirit? Should everyone earnestly pray to receive 
it? Is it for us today? In order to answer these ques- 
tions we turn first of all to the testimony of Dr. Luke, 
the man God used to give us that great historical 
document, the Acts of the Apostles. He tells us of three 
occasions when people spoke in tongues, and de- 
scribes them. The first instance is found in the second 
chapter of Acts. Luke tells us, 


And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, 
and began to speak with other tongues, as the 
Spirit gave them utterance. 

And there were dwelling at Jerusalem Jews, 
devout men, out of every nation under heaven. 

Now when this was notsed abroad, the multi- 
tude came together, and were confounded, be- 
cause every man heard them speak in his own 
language. 

And they were all amazed and marveled, saying 
one to another, Behold, are not all these who 
speak Galilaeans? 

And how hear we every man in our own tongue 
wherein we were born? 

...we do hear them speak in our tongues the 
wonderful works of God. 

And they were all amazed, and were perplexed, 
saying one to another, What meaneth this? 


Others, mocking, said, These men are full of 
new wine (Acts 2:4-8, 11-13). 
We would call your attention to four pertinent 
points: 
1. The speaking was on the part of the 120 disci- 
ples 
i . 
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2. The people present were Jews. 

3. Each understood the spoken words in his own 
dialect. 

4. The “tongues-speaking” did not lead the people 
to repentance and faith. 

The sound as of a rushing mighty wind, the tongues 
of fire, and this tongues-speaking only incited wonder, 
amazement, and confusion. The 3000 did not turn to 
Christ until after Peter had preached to them in the 
language common to them all. Notice, too, that after 
Peter had preached his sermon and the convicted 
listeners called out, “Men and brethren, what shall we 
do?” (2:37), Peter did not tell them to agonize or 
pray that they might receive the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit and the gift of tongues. There is no indication 
that any of the 3000 who were converted that day 
spoke in tongues. 

It is obvious that the gift of tongues exercised on 
the day of Pentecost was not used to preach the Gos- 
pel. The 11th verse tells us that they spoke “the won- 
derful works of God.” They undoubtedly were prais- 
ing the Lord in languages they had never learned. 


A careful reading of these verses also indicates that 
the speaking in tongues was not in a Heavenly or un- 
known language. Some Bible students have taught 
that the Holy Spirit here worked a twofold miracle, 
first enabling the disciples to speak in a spiritual or 
Heavenly language, and then miraculously giving to 
each listener the ability to hear this language in his 
own native. tongue. A careful examination of this 
passage does not bear out this contention. Verse 4 
tells us that they began “to speak in other tongues 
(plural), as the Holy Spirit gave them utterance.” 
The sixth verse declares that the multitude was con- 
founded because “that every man heard them speak 
in his own language (dialect) .’’ This is repeated in 
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verse 11. Therefore, we find that the disciples were 
speaking in more than one language, and that each 
spoke as the Holy Spirit individually gifted him. They 
were not using some language of ecstasy. 


The Bible does not give us all the details of this 
scene. It is possible that the disciples in unison praised 
God, and that they supernaturally used words from 
each language group of the assembled multitude so 
that every person present recognized these words. It is 
more likely, however, that the disciples separated from 
each other so that those who were from the various 
language areas gathered in small groups to listen to 
those believers who were speaking in their particular 
dialect. The speaking was miraculous. There was no 
miracle in the hearing. We would also like to point 
out that you can search the second chapter of Acts 
very carefully, and you will not be able to find any 
indication that the gift of tongues was to give evidence 
that these disciples had received the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit. God gave three miraculous signs on this 
occasion: (1) the sound like a rushing mighty wind 
filling the place where they were sitting; (2) the 
strange tongues as of fire distributed upon them, 
sitting like a torch upon each head; and (3) the 
spontaneous utterances by the disciples in languages 
unknown to themselves but familiar to the hearers. 


These three miracles were confirmatory signs from 
God. The sound like a rushing mighty wind was a 
sign of the powerful yet invisible work of the Holy 
Spirit, while the tongues “as of fire” signified the 
purifying work of the Spirit upon His witnesses, and 
the “speaking in tongues’ was a token of the uni- 
versality of that message which they were now as 
Spirit-empowered witnesses to proclaim. 


The second instance of the gift of tongues is found 
in Acts 10:44-46, 
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While Peter yet spoke these words, the Holy 
Spirit fell on all them who heard the word. 

And they of the circumcision who believed were 
astonished, as many as came with Peter, because 
on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of 
the Holy Spirit. 

For they heard them speak with tongues, and 
magnify God... (Acts 10:44-46) . 


This event has sometimes been called the ‘Gentile 
Pentecost” because of its great similarity to that which 
took place in Jerusalem on that day when the Holy 
Spirit suddenly descended upon the small band of 
Jewish disciples. It is actually an extension of the 
significance of Pentecost for the salvation of the Gen- 
tiles. God suddenly took things out of Peter’s hands 
by sending the Holy Spirit upon these believing Gen- 
tiles, causing them to speak in tongues just as the 
original disciples did on the day of Pentecost. ‘Thus 
God supernaturally confirmed His acceptance of these 
Gentiles so that Peter and his Jewish companions 
might not for one moment question the propriety 
of their inclusion in the Church. 


That this “speaking in tongues’ was the same 
supernatural phenomenon as that of Pentecost is clear- 
ly indicated by Luke’s choice of words. “Magnify God” 
(megalunontén ton Theon) in Acts 10:46 is synony- 
mous with “speaking... the wonderful works of God” 
(lalountoén ta megaleia tou Theou) in Acts 2:11. (In 
both cases the words lale6é and megas are used, though 
in different forms.) 

These Gentile believers suddenly broke forth in 
praise to God in dialects they had never learned, but 
which the Jewish messengers could understand. ‘This 
striking reminder of how they, on the day of Pentecost, 
also spoke in languages unfamiliar to them, but under- 
stood by the assembled people, was a sign to them 
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that Cornelius and his friends were indeed accepted 
by God. A short time later when Peter was called upon 
to defend his action in baptizing these Gentiles he 
asked, ‘““Who was I to resist God?” (Acts 11:17). The 
“tongues” of Acts 10:44-46 are obviously of the same 
nature and for the same purpose as those on the 
day of Pentecost. 


The third and last instance of speaking in tongues 
as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles is found in 
chapter 19. Paul met twelve disciples at Ephesus. He 
immediately sensed that something was lacking in 
the spiritual experience of these men, and asked about 
their baptism. These men had apparently received 
ane s baptism by a convert of a follower of John the 

Baptist after our Lord’s resurrection and ascension 
into Heaven. They were quite ignorant of the great 
significance of the cross, the empty tomb, and Pente- 
cost. Luke gives us a brief synopsis of what took 
place when they met the Apostle Paul. 


Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the 
baptism of repentance, saying unto the people 
that they should believe on him who should come 
after him, that is, on Christ Jesus. 


When they heard this, they were baptized in 
the name of the Lord Jesus. 


And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, 
the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke 
with tongues, and prophesied. 


And all the men were about twelve (Acts 19: 
4-7) . 


We do not have a full description of all that Paul 
declared to them as he explained the great redemptive 
facts in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 
Jesus Christ. When they understood the message of 
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salvation, they received Christ and were baptized. 
With the laying on of apostolic hands they then re- 
ceived the Holy Spirit, spoke in tongues, and proph- 
esied. The baptism and laying on of hands was cer- 
tainly done before a group of assembled people. God 
enabled these twelve men to break forth in praise, 
using languages they had never known but which the 
listeners could understand. This was a public testi- 
monial sign to the Jews that the message and baptism 
of John had been superseded by the Gospel of God's 
grace and Christian baptism. 


It certainly should be conceded by all that the gift 
of tongues was the same on the latter two occasions as 
that on the day of Pentecost. Luke describes these 
scenes, using the same terms as he did when he pic- 
tured the events on the day of Pentecost. In these two 
instances the people who turned to Christ spoke in 
languages they had never known, but which were 
understood by those in the listening audience. Again 
the miracle was in the speaking, and not in the hear- 
ing. 

The book of Acts contains no other specific mention 
of tongues. In only one other place do we find the 
exercise of this gift implied. This is in chapter 8 where 
we have the story of Philip’s ministry in Samaria. The 
Samaritans were a mixed race, partly Jewish, partly 
Gentile, and had a religion which was also a mixture 
of the true faith of the Old Testament with many of 
their own false ideas. They were avowed enemies of 
the Jews, and each despised the other. Philip worked 
many miracles and healings in Samaria, and perhaps 
the gift of tongues was here displayed. These miracles 
must certainly be looked upon as signs to the Jews, 
showing them that God was accepting the Samaritans 
as His people in this age on an equal basis with them. 
In no other place is there even an implication that 
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people received the gift of tongues at the time of, or 
subsequent to, their salvation. 

In all the other accounts of conversions to Christ 
in the Acts of the Apostles (and at least twenty spe- 
cific instances are related, including the conversion of 
individuals and large groups of people), not a word 
is said about anyone receiving the gift of tongues. 
Furthermore, not once are any of these converts ex- 
horted to seek the baptism of the Holy Spirit with 
this attendant sign-gift. Only at Pentecost, at the home 
of Cornelius, and in Ephesus when Paul met John’s 
disciples, did speaking in tongues accompany salva- 
tion; and not once is tongues-speaking set forth as a 
mark of spiritual power. 


The book of Acts certainly does not support the 
contention of those who say that the gift of tongues is 
a sign that one has received the Holy Spirit. The vast 
majority of those who turned to Christ did not exer- 
cise this gift, and no one ever agonized or pleaded 
for it. It is certainly a gross error to say that the dis- 
ciples met in the Upper Room to tarry before the 
Lord that they might receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. The Lord simply told them they were to wait 
in the city of Jerusalem until they would be endued 
with power from on high. In obedience they waited, 
and while they waited they prayed. The day of Pente- 
cost was the Old Testament feast which arrived fifty 
days after the feast of firstfruits. That day would have 
come even if the disciples had not been watching and 
praying. It was on God’s calendar. In fulfillment of 
Old Testament typology it marked the birthday of 
the Church, and inaugurated the age of the Spirit. 


The day of Pentecost can never return. It is history. 
The Holy Spirit has been poured out, the Church has 
been brought into existence, and the apostolic sign- 
gifts have long since become unnecessary. 
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VALUE AND LIMITATIONS OF “TONGUES” 
(A study of 1 Corinthians 12 and 14) 


Most Bible students agree that the speaking in 
tongues, as recorded by Luke in the Acts of the Apos- 
tles, was a miraculous utterance in real languages 
that were unknown to the speaker. A large percentage 
believe that the gift of tongues discussed by Paul in 
1 Corinthians is to be sharply distinguished from the 
phenomenon reported by Luke. There is no unanimity 
of viewpoint concerning this question, neither among 
those who advocate tongues-speaking, nor among those 
who do not believe it is a valid gift today. Many con- 
tend that the gift of tongues in Acts was the mirac- 
ulous ability to speak in a foreign language, but that 
at Corinth it was an ecstatic type of speech of a dif- 
ferent nature than human languages. We have come to 
the conclusion that there is no basic difference be- 
tween the tongues gift as we find it in Acts and that 
discussed by Paul in his letter to the Corinthian 
Church. We take the position that real languages are 
involved, and we will give our reasons for this as we 
proceed in our study. 


As we approach Paul’$ discussion in 1 Corinthians 
let us bear in mind that this church was the most 
difficult and unspiritual of all of those to which Paul 
wrote. It was divided into warring factions. Members 
brought lawsuits against one another which were 
fought out in the civil courts. Open immorality was 
tolerated. Many of its members had real problems be- 
cause they tended to fall back into some of their old 
idolatrous practices. The Lord’s Supper was conducted 
in a disgraceful manner. There were among them 
those who denied the reality of the bodily resurrection. 
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This was the kind of church that placed such a premi- 
um upon speaking in tongues. 


Remember too that this letter is one of Paul's 
earliest epistles, written when the miracles and heal- 
ings described by Luke in Acts were still much in 
evidence. In this carnal church there would naturally 
be a great desire for the sensational. Therefore, the 
believers here placed tongues as the highest and most 
desirable of all the spiritual gifts. In the book of Acts 
the gift of tongues was exercised as an initial con- 
firmatory sign, and nothing indicates that it remained 
in the lives of believers as a continuing faculty. We 
find in the church at Corinth, however, that this mi- 
raculous gift had been made a part of the worship 
services. The excesses and abuses of speaking in 
tongues had become a serious problem in the Corin- 
thian church, and Paul through this letter sought to 
set things right. 


The first thing the Apostle did was to show them 
that they were putting greater value upon it than they 
should have. In | Corinthians 12, verses 8 through 1], 
he gives us a listing of the spiritual gifts, and places 
this gift last. 


For to one is given, by the Spirit, the word of 
wisdom; to another, the word of knowledge by 
ihe same Spirit; 

To another, faith by the same Spirit; to an- 
other, the gifts of healing by the same Spinit; 

To another, the working of miracles; to an- 
other, prophecy; to another, discerning of spirits; 
to another, various kinds of tongues; to another, 
the interpretation of tongues. 


But all these worketh that one and the very 
same Spirit, dividing to every man severally as 
he will (1 Corinthians 12:8-11). 
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We find the same thing in verse 28, where again this 
gift is mentioned last. 


And God hath set some in the church: first 
apostles, second prophets, third teachers; after 
that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, govern- 
ments, diversities of tongues (1 Corinthians 12: 
28) . 

Bees 12 closes with the words, 
But covet earnestly the best gifts; and yet show 
I unto you a more excellent way (1 Corinthians 
F2:3.1)\: 
Since tongues is one of the least of the gifts, it is one 
of those gifts not to be coveted. 

Turning to chapter 14 we find precisely the same 
emphasis upon the relative value of tongues. 


Follow after love, and desire spiritual gifts, but 
rather that ye may prophesy (1 Corinthians 14:1). 


He goes on to point out that prophecy is far more 
valuable for edification than tongues when he says 
in verse 5: 


I would that ye all spoke with tongues, but 
rather that ye prophesied; for greater is he that 
prophesteth than he that speaketh with tongues, 
except he interpret, that the church may receive 
edifying (1 Corinthians 14:5). 


Referring to his own personal life he again declares 
that tongues are not of nearly so much value as 
prophecy and teaching. 


I thank my God, I speak with tongues more 
than ye all; . 

Yet in the church I had rather speak five words 
with my understanding, that by my voice I might 
teach others also, than ten thousand words in an 
unknown tongue (1 Corinthians 14:18, 19). 
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It should be very obvious to any person who reads 
these chapters that the gift of tongues was not one 
of the highest gifts, nor one that every Christian 
should seek earnestly. 


The second observation we make is that God did 
not desire that every person should possess the gift of 
tongues. After enumerating the various special spir- 
itual gifts, Paul asks seven questions: 


Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all 
teachers? Are all workers of miracles? 

Have all the gifts of healing? Do all speak with 
tongues? Do all interpret? (1 Corinthians 12:29, 
30). 


Paul expected a negative answer to these questions, 
as indicated in the Greek text by his use of a brief 
two-letter word with each question. God no more 
desires that each believer should speak in tongues or 
miraculously interpret them than that each believer 
should be an apostle, a prophet, or a teacher in the 
Church. God did not make every Christian an apostle 
or prophet or teacher. God did not give to every 
Christian the gift of tongues or the interpretation of 
tongues. This is so clearly expressed in these verses 
that no one should fail to see the point. 


Also notice that never in the entire New Testament 
are we told that the baptism of the Holy Spirit must 
take place in conjunction with “tongues.” The very 
contrary is indicated by the fact that every believer 
has been baptized into the Body of Christ, and yet 
not every believer has spoken in fis’ In 1 Corin- 
thians 12, verse 13, we read, 


For by one Spirit were we all baptized into one 
body, whether we be Jews or Greeks, whether we 
be bond or free; and have been all made to drink 
into one Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:13). 
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Every Christian has been made a member of the Body 
of Christ, and every Christian has been made a par- 
taker of the Holy Spirit, but not all have spoken in 
tongues. In Acts 2, verse 38, Peter told the assembled 
multitude, 


... Repent, and be baptized, every one of you, 
in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of 
sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy 
ppt ACIS 2.90) . 


Three thousand people obeyed this call to repentance 
and faith. These same people received the gift of the 
Holy Spirit as Peter promised; namely, the Holy Spirit 
Himself. Yet these 3000 did not speak in tongues. 

A careful reading of Acts indicates that God, even 
in apostolic days, did not desire that everyone should 
speak in tongues. In Acts 6:1-7 we have the appoint- 
ment of seven deacons who were full of the Holy 
Spirit. We have no indication that any of them spoke 
in tongues. Acts 9, verses 17-19, gives us a description 
of the restoration of Paul’s sight, his filling with the 
Holy Spirit, and his baptism. There is absolutely no 
indication that Paul spoke in tongues on this occasion. 
Barnabas is described as “a righteous man, and full 
of the Holy Spirit and of faith...” (Acts 11:24). Yet 
we have no indication whatsoever that he spoke in 
tongues. The historical record ~ve find in the book 
of Acts indicates clearly that only a few ever spoke 
in tongues, and Paul in | Corinthians 12:30 positively 
declares that not all possess the gift of tongues. 


The third observation that impresses itself upon us 
as we read 1 Corinthians 14 is that the gift of tongues 
as exercised in Corinth, while of the same nature, is 
far inferior to that which we encounter in the book 
of Acts. In Acts, there are three occasions specifically 
mentioned when people spoke in tongues. However, 
though the speakers were enabled to speak in a lan- 
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guage they had not learned, it was always in a tongue 
or tongues the listeners could understand. In Corinth, 
on the other hand, there was often the need for an 
interpreter. From what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 
14:2, it is clear that often the message spoken in 
tongues could be understood by no one in the meet- 
ing, and no interpreter could be found. The speaker 
may have felt elevated in spirit as he spoke, but the 
things uttered were secret to those present since they 
could not understand them, and were therefore of no 
value. 


For he that speaketh in an unknown tongue 
speaketh not unto men, but unto God; for no 
man understandeth him; however, in the spirit 
he speaketh mysteries (1 Corinthians 14:2). 


In verse 4 Paul declares, 


He that speaketh in an unknown tongue edt- 
fieth himself, but he that prophesteth edifieth 
the church (1 Corinthians 14:4). 


Prophecy in the early Church was one of the special 
gifts of the apostolic period. It enabled the speaker, 
on occasions when the Holy Spirit moved upon him, 
to proclaim to the Church by inspiration a message 
from God in language that could be understood by 
all. On the other hand, the person who spoke in 
tongues uninterpreted might gain personal benefit, 
but would not help the Church. 


The only conditions under which the gift of tongues 
would have value almost equal to that of prophecy 
would be when the person speaking in tongues pos- 
sessed the gift of interpretation also. Verse 5 declares, 


I would that ye all spoke with tongues, but 
rather that ye prophesied; for greater is he that 
prophesieth than he that speaketh with tongues, 


except he interpret, that the church may receive 
edifying (1 Corinthians 14:5). 


The ability both to speak in tongues and to inter- 
pret apparently was relatively rare. 


Having established that the gift of tongues in 1 
Corinthians was far inferior to that found in the 
book of Acts, we now are told in verses 6 through 15 
that tongues are worthless to a church when there 
is no interpreter. Paul asks the Corinthian Christians 
how valuable his ministry would be if he came to 
them speaking in uninterpreted tongues alone, with- 
out prophecy which comes from revelation, and 
doctrine which issues from supernaturally bestowed 
knowledge. He shows them that both in music and 
speech there is no communication of meaning when 
one cannot distinguish the sounds, and_ therefore 
urges the one who speaks in tongues to pray for the 
ability to interpret. He then hypothetically speaks 
of himself as if he were exercising only the partial 
gift; namely, that of speaking in tongues without in- 
terpretation. If he by the Holy Spirit’s direct influence 
upon his spirit should pray in a tongue he himself 
did not understand, his spirit might receive blessing, 
but his mind would be unfruitful, producing no value 
in the understanding of the listeners. 


For if I pray in an unknown tongue, my spirit 
prayeth, but my understanding is unfruitful [in 
the lives of those who are listeners] (1 Corinthians 
ae ele 


He desires to pray as the Holy Spirit moves upon 
him, but also in intelligible language so that others 
can be blessed. 


What ts it, then? I will pray with the spirit, 
and I will pray with the understanding also; I 


CD ae 


will sing with the spirit, and I will sing with the 
understanding also (1 Corinthians 14:15). 


One reason Paul desired so strongly to pray in 
language intelligible to everyone present is because 
“the unlearned” cannot join in or receive blessing 
through a prayer he does not understand. 


Else, when thou shalt bless with the spirit, how 
shall he that occupieth the place of the unlearned 
say Amen at thy giving of thanks, seeing he under- 
standeth not what thou sayest? (1 Corinthians 
14:16) . 


Though Paul placed relatively little value on 
“tongues,” he nevertheless did not despise the gift. 


I thank my God, I speak with tongues more 
than ye all; 

Yet in the church I had rather speak five words 
with my understanding, that by my voice I might 
teach others also, than ten thousand words in an 
unknown tongue (1 Corinthians 14:18, 19). 


In spite of this clear declaration that he often spoke 
in tongues we have no recorded instance of his use of 
this gift. He certainly made it clear that he never 
spoke in tongues in church services. Undoubtedly 
Paul exercised the gift as we find it in the Acts of the 
Apostles. What a wonderful “sign” Paul’s gift of 
tongues would be as he traveled about on his mis- 
sionary tours! He would proclaim the Gospel to 
people in the Aramaic language, and then after they 
were saved he would break forth in praise and prayer 
using the native dialect of his listeners. People today 
who know more than one language will testify that 
they are moved most deeply when they hear the 
language of their childhood, and that prayers and 
praises in this tongue are especially meaningful. There- 
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fore, this was an immediate and striking sign to these 
new believers, especially the Jews, of the genuineness 
of the salvation Paul preached. 


In conclusion, remember that the tongues in Acts 
were real languages, and we have good reason to be- 
lieve that the gift in Corinth was basically the same. 
It is also clear that the gift as exercised in Corinth was 
not nearly so wonderful nor manifestly supernatural. 
In Acts everyone understood without an interpreter 
because the speakers miraculously spoke in languages 
the hearers knew. In Corinth the speaker usually was 
not understood by anyone present, and no one was 
able to interpret the utterances for the worshipers. 
Even when one person present could interpret, the 
effect would not be nearly so great as when the lis- 
teners could directly understand the speaker. ‘They had 
no way of knowing that the interpreter was accurately 
reproducing the tongue being spoken. 


It will help us if we bear in mind that Corinth was 
a great center for the pagan worship of Aphrodite, 
the goddess of love. Here, as well as in many other 
pagan temples, the immoral priestesses spoke in ec- 
static tongues as they carried on their frenzied dances. 
They did not use known languages. Although, it 1s 
very unlikely that God’s genuine gift of tongues 
would have been similar to this heathen manifesta- 
tion, it is possible that some of that which passed for 
the “gift of tongues” in Corinth, was more like this 
pagan display than the genuine gift. 


In the light of all these facts, how important it is 
that we hearken to God’s Word. Let us not set high 
value upon those gifts which Paul so deliberately gives 
a place of small importance. And, let us make certain 
that we do not make the same mistake as did these 
early Christians. 
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NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF “TONGUES” 


We are now ready to consider carefully 1 Corin- 
thians 14:20-25. These six verses are usually looked 
upon as the most difficult to understand in Paul’s dis- 
cussion of tongues. They are actually the key that 
unlocks to us the proper understanding of the nature 
and significance of the gift of tongues. Beginning with 
verse 20 we read: 


Brethren, be not children in understanding; 
however, in malice be ye children, but in under- 
standing be men (1 Corinthians 14:20) . 


In these words Paul enjoined these Christians to be- 
come more mature in their understanding. Quite 
literally he said, “Brethren, stop being children in 
intelligence, but in evil keep on being babies.” Little 
children prefer the spectacular, amusing, and showy 
things, rather than those that are of more intrinsic 
value. In their emphasis upon tongues over prophecy 
the Corinthians were childishly naive and simple, like 
an infant who prefers a brightly colored rattle to an 
expensive and useful instrument. Therefore, he tells 
them that if they are going to act like infants they 
should be like them in malice, but not in under- 
standing. 


When we consider this statement in the light of all 
the other things we know about the Corinthian 
church, and realize that heathenism was especially 
strong in Corinth, we can understand why Paul wrote 
to these Christians about tongues in such a careful 
and guarded manner. The Corinthian believers had 
a real problem in relation to paganism. That is why 
Paul had to warn them so strongly concerning the 
purchase of food that had been offered to idols. He 
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found it necessary to specifically admonisi against 
gross sexual sins, because heathenism was continuing 
to strongly influence many of these weak and carnal 
believers. In Corinth a great temple had been erected 
in honor of the Greek goddess Aphrodite, who in 
Latin was called “Venus.” The depraved worship in 
her honor featured among other things ecstatic speak- 
ing in tongues. It is possible that some elements of 
this frenzied type of speaking had crept into the 
Corinthian church. The genuine gift of tongues was 
also present in the church to some extent, but unfor- 
tunately some of the people, sincerely believing they 
were exercising the Heavenly gift, were actually in a 
state of hysteria, reproducing that which was taking 
place in the heathen temples. Since they were sincere, 
though wrong and acting completely under the sway 
of their emotions, Paul wished to be very careful that 
he would not harm their weak faith. Instead of telling 
those who were publicly speaking in such a manner 
that their gift was not genuine if no one could in- 
terpret, Paul simply discouraged them, even forbade 
them from exercising it in public. When he told them 
they could practice tongues-speaking in private, he was 
not recommending it as a devotional exercise for indi- 
vidual worship. He wisely suggested it, knowing that in 
private they would do very little of this. It was the 
childish yearning for recognition that was motivating 
many of these weak Christians to make so much of 
the gift of tongues. They were not mature enough to 
hear the stark naked truth that a great deal of that 
which they valued so highly was not genuinely a gift 
from God. Therefore, the Apostle Paul gently showed 
them first of all that the gift of tongues is of less value 
than the other spiritual gifts; secondly, that not all 
are given this gift; and thirdly, that speaking in 
tongues without interpretation is of absolutely no 
value in the public services of the church. Then he 
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admonished them to act more like adults rather than 
foolish children. A recognition of these facts, coupled 
with a proper Christian maturity, would bring about 
the elimination of the problems that this church 
faced concerning tongues. 


This admonition to these Christians in Corinth 
brought to the mind of Paul a situation in Judah 
when the leaders, acting in a very childish manner, 
accused the prophet Isaiah of treating them like little 
children. In 1 Corinthians 14:21 the Apostle Paul is 
quoting from Isaiah 28, verses 11 and 12. 


In the law it is written, With men of other 
tongues and other lips will I speak unto this 
people; and yet for all that will they not hear me, 
saith the Lord (1 Corinthians 14:21). 


In the Isaiah passage the prophet was speaking to 
the Court of Ahaz, King of Judah. To these men 
he first declared that God’s judgment would soon fall 
upon the northern kingdom whose chief men at this 
moment were ignoring God, unmindful of the great 
calamity soon to befall them at the hands of Assyria. 
He pointed out that Israel’s only hope is in God, but 
that these blind leaders will not turn to Him (Isaiah 
28: 1-6). 

Having issued this warning concerning the fate of 
the northern kingdom, Isaiah then directed the atten- 
tion of Ahaz and his cohorts to their own sinful con- 
dition. He described them in the filth of their drunk- 
enness and moral depravity. They were behaving 
exactly like the doomed heads of Israel. 


Verses 9 and 10 give us the scoffing reaction of these 
men to Isaiah’s message. He had denounced their evil 
and proclaimed the certainty of judgment. They were 
extremely resentful of his clear and simple message. I 
would like to paraphrase their scoffing reply: “Who 
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does Isaiah think he is talking to? Babies who have 
just been weaned? He keeps on preaching the same 
old thing — rule upon rule, line upon line, the monot- 
onously simple refrain that God is going to punish us 
if we keep on sinning. We are getting tired of this 
simple Sunday school moralizing.” 


In verse 11 we have God’s answer to their scorn- 
ful words. Our King James translation begins this 
verse with the conjunction “for.” It should begin with 
the adversative “but.” Let me again paraphrase these 
words so that you will get them clearly in your mind. 
“But you will not always hear this simple message 
that you despise. With the lips of foreigners, whose 
speech will sound like stammering to you, I am going 
to speak to you in the future when you go into cap- 
tivity. You have refused the simple and understand- 
able message of My prophets. Therefore, when you 
are taken captive and live in the presence of languages 
you do not understand, I am going to drive home to 
you in judgment the truth you have rejected, until 
finally your haughty pride is broken” (Isaiah 28: 
11-13). 

Paul quotes this passage from Isaiah to show these 
Corinthian believers that by their failure to appreciate 
the simple language of prophecy they were making 
the same mistake the men of Judah did. In that re- 
spect these weak Christians in Corinth were like the 
scornful leaders in Judah. Paul therefore draws this 
conclusion: 


Wherefore, tongues are for a sign, not to them 
that believe, but to them that believe not; but 
prophesying serveth not for them that believe not, 
but for them who believe (1 Corinthians 14:22). 


It was unbelief on the part of the leaders of Judah, 
a childish refusal to heed the simple words of pro- 
phetic warning, that made it necessary for God to 
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speak to them in the foreign tongues of their captors. 
Mature people appreciate straightforward and truth- 
ful speech. It is childish to prefer ambiguous and 
meaningless oracles, which sound very mysterious and 
exciting, rather than the simple truth. Thus both the 
men of Judah and the Corinthian believers were be- 
having like immature children. Tongues were a sign 
to them in their unbelief. For the people of Judah 
and Israel the tongues of their captors did not lead 
them back to God. They became a sign of judgment 
rather than salvation. Relating this to the Corinthian 
Christians, we must remember that the word Paul 
uses here, and which is translated ‘believe not,” has 
a general meaning that can be applied to the utter 
lack of faith which marks an unbeliever, or the rela- 
tive lack that can mar a Christian’s life. It is the same 
word the Lord Jesus used when He said to Thomas, 
“And be not faithless, but believing” (John bed tg a 

“Tongues” is therefore a sign to promote faith in 
those who have a lack. This was the purpose of the 
tongues of foreigners by which God spoke to the 
children of Israel and Judah, and this was the purpose 
of “tongues” in Corinth. These weak and immature 
Christians in Corinth were granted an exercise of the 
gift of tongues in order that their weak faith might 
be strengthened. There is no indication that God gave 
the gift of tongues to any of the other churches. Ap- 
parently they did not need it. The carnality and im- 
maturity of the Corinthian Christians was such that 
seemingly they could not receive help through the 
simple and straightforward messages of prophecy. They 
felt the need for something spectacular, something 
outward and evident. In the gift of tongues God 
simply stooped to meet the special need of these babes 
in Christ. 

This quotation from Isaiah clinches our contention 
that the gift of tongues exercised in Corinth involved 
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the use of actual languages just as it did in the Acts 
account. Remember that Paul and Luke use identical 
terms in discussing this gift. Furthermore, the foreign 
tongues to which the people of Israel and Judah were 
exposed during their captivity were real languages. 
In speaking of them the Apostle Paul uses the Greek 
word heteroglodssois, the same word with which he 
depicted the special miraculous charismatic gift of 
tongues. This certainly strengthens our conviction 
that the gift of tongues was never a speech of ecstasy 
in a “new” language. 


It might be well also here to remind you that in 
heathen religions there has always been a great deal 
of tongues-speaking. Since “tongues” was a “sign” in 
every instance of its occurrence in the book of Acts, 
and it is declared in | Corinthians 14, verse 22, to be a 
“sion” to them that believe not, we certainly must 
insist that all genuine uses of the gift of tongues were 
in real languages. Anything other than this certainly 
could not have been a “sign” to the Jewish people. It 
would have looked to them like a carbon copy of that 
which was taking place in heathen temples. 


Paul went on to point out that a service marked by 
tongues-speaking would not lead unsaved people to 
Jesus Christ. 


If, therefore, the whole church be come to- 
gether into one place, and all speak with tongues, 
and there come in those that are unlearned, or 
unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad? 


But if all prophesy, and there come in one that 
believeth not, or one unlearned, he is convicted 
of all, he is judged of all. 


And thus are the secrets of his heart made 
manifest; and so falling down on his face he will 
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worship God, and report that God is in you of a 

truth (1 Corinthians 14:23-25). 

If an earnest inquirer and an unbeliever came into a 
service where all were speaking with tongues they 
would simply conclude that the people were mad. 
Remember that on the day of Pentecost the speaking 
in tongues, along with the sound of the mighty rush- 
ing wind, helped draw the multitude. This was un- 
doubtedly a sign to the bewildered believers, indi- 
cating to them the universal extension of the Gospel 
to people of every language. These signs, however, 
did not have a very desirable effect upon the unsaved. 
It puzzled them to the extent that some said, “What 
meaneth this?” and led others to say, ‘““These men are 
filled with new wine.” No one turned to Christ until 
Peter preached his great sermon. He did not preach 
in “tongues,” but used the universal language of his 
day which everybody could understand. Peter was ex- 
ercising the gift of prophecy, divinely inspired speech 
in a common language of the people, and his message 
led 3000 to confess Jesus Christ as their Savior. Thus 
prophecy, not tongues, in the Corinthian church 
would reveal to those who came into the assembly 
from the outside their lost condition before God, and 
would draw them to Christ. 

I realize that many sincere Christians may be of- 
fended by some of these statements. This grieves my 
heart, since my motivation in bringing these studies 
has been to present the teaching of God’s Word faith- 
fully and honestly. I have no rancor or bitterness in 
my heart toward those who may differ with me. So, 
please accept this teaching in the spirit in which it 
was given. If some of these things have been shocking 
or new to you, do not become upset and angry; in- 
stead, please re-read this message with an open Bible 
before you. Check out what I have said with the Word 
of God and let that be your guide. 
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REGULATION AND FINAL CESSATION 
OF “TONGUES” 


In this last message on “tongues’’ we will center 
our attention upon | Corinthians 14:26-40 where the 
Apostle Paul lays down a number of regulations for 
the conduct of the church services in Corinth. But 
first, let me summarize some definite conclusions we 
have reached through our study thus far. 


1. The gift of tongues as described in Acts and 
discussed in 1 Corinthians 12 and 14 was the super- 
natural ability to speak in a real language, previously 
unknown to the speaker but understood by the hearers. 


2. ‘Tongues were a sign to confirm the Gospel mes- 
sage in the apostolic age. In each of its three occur- 
rences in Acts it was a confirmatory sign. It was not 
repeated. In each case it was a special sign to the 
Jews concerning the universal nature of the Gospel. 


3. The gift of tongues as it was exercised in Corinth 
was also a sign, not for the winning of converts, nor 
as a token of the reception of the Holy Spirit, but to 
strengthen the faith of weak and carnal believers. 
There is no evidence that it existed in any other 
apostolic churches, because apparently they did not 
need It; 


4. The practice of tongues-speaking in Corinth 
had become a real problem. Some were imitating the 
kind of “tongues” that was common in the heathen 
worship rituals, and there was a general and unwhole- 
some emphasis upon this gift among these carnal 
Corinthian believers. 

We must remember that the genuine gift ofstongues 
as we saw it in the book of Acts had not yet been 
completely withdrawn. Therefore, all the tongues- 
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speaking was not false or evil. Paul knew, however, 
that this heathen practice had made some inroads into 
the Corinthian church, and definitely wished to cor- 
rect the situation. He did not want to shake the faith 
of those who on some occasions exercised the genuine 
gift of tongues, and therefore did not berate them. 
He did not bluntly tell them that a false element had 
entered in, and that some of them were unwittingly 
deceiving themselves. Rather, he laid down a number 
of positive regulations and principles which would 
enable these Christians to distinguish between the 
proper and improper use of the gift. 


1. He showed them that “tongues” was the least 
important of all the gifts. In 1 Corinthians 12, verses 
10 and 28, he lists it last. 

+. He emphasized that “prophecy” is far superior 
to “tongues” (1 Corinthians 14:1-5). 

3. He made it very clear to these Corinthian Chris- 
tians that God did not intend for all to speak in 
tongues. The seven questions he asked in 1 Corin- 
thians 12:29, 30 clearly demand a negative answer. 

4. Paul pointed out that uninterpreted “tongues” 
was completely worthless in an assembly (1 Corin- 
thians 14:5-19) . 

5. In 1 Corinthians 14, verses 20-22, he established 
again that the sign of tongues was given in Corinth 
to bolster the faith of weak and immature believers. 

6. In 1 Corinthians 14:23-25 he points out that the 
exercise of tongues in a public meeting would repel 
the unsaved rather than contribute to their salvation. 


Having clearly established these things, Paul now 
discusses the proper regulation of the gifts of tongues 
and prophecy in the public services of the assembly. 
Turning to verse 26, we read: 

How is it, then, brethren? When ye come to- 

gether, every one of you hath a psalm, hath a 
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doctrine, hath a tongue, hath a revelation, hath 
an interpretation. Let all things be done unto 
edifying (1 Corinthians 14:26). 


This verse clearly indicates that the public services 
in the Corinthian church were very informal, and 
that a number of people participated in the speaking. 
Such a situation leads to excesses unless some careful 
regulations are observed. For that reason we read in 
verses 27 and 28: 


If any man speak in an unknown tongue, let it 
be by two, or at the most by three, and that by 
course; and let one interpret. 

But if there be no interpreter, let him keep 
silence in the church; and let him speak to him- 
self, and to God (1 Corinthians 14:27, 28). 


Only two or three were to exercise “tongues” in a 
service. This was to be done in turns, and only when 
the words could be immediately interpreted. By tell- 
ing a believer to exercise the gift in private if no one 
present could interpret, Paul was not recommending 
tongues as a vehicle in private devotions. Paul knew 
that those who were sincerely, but mistakenly, exer- 
cising what they looked upon as the gift of tongues 
would soon see their error when seeking to practice 
this gift in private. Others would soon lose interest. 
It was really the thrill of public display that motivated 
many of them to place such a high value upon speak- 
ing in ecstasy. 

The command of verses 34 and 35 has been the 
subject of much discussion. Here it is: 


Let your women keep silence in the churches; 
for it is not permitted unto them to speak, but 
they are commanded to be under obedience, as 
also saith the law. 
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And if they will learn anything, let them ask 
their husbands at home; for it is a shame for 
women to speak in the church (1 Corinthians 14: 
345995). 


Paul was not demanding absolute silence on the part 
of women. We know from other Scripture portions 
that women sometimes prophesied. Acts 21, verse 9, 
tells us that Philip had four daughters who proph- 
esied. Moreover, in 1 Corinthians 11, verses 3 to 10, 
Paul had given instructions how the women were to 
dress when they prayed or when they prophesied in 
the church. Paul certainly wouldn’t contradict what 
he had just written. He wouldn’t permit them to 
prophesy and pray, and then a few paragraphs later 
forbid them. 


In view of this, we believe that the prohibition 
here has a direct relation to the problems of this 
chapter; namely, the exercise of the gift of tongues. 
Women were not to speak in tongues, nor to publicly 
ask questions that would arise in connection with 
them. It is obvious that the conduct of the “tongues” 
part of the church meetings had become highly emo- 
tional, and that it led the women to behave in a very 
unladylike manner. It would give the impression to 
any outsider that here was something very similar to 
that which took place in the heathen temples, where 
the temple prostitutes and other immoral women in 
their frenzied dervishes would speak in tongues. There- 
fore, it was a shame for women to speak in such ser- 
vices, and we concur that the hysterical conduct of 
women in many present-day tongues meetings is a 
disgrace. If all twentieth century Pentecostals would 
enforce this rule, not permitting women to participate 
in tongues services, it would do a great deal to bring 
about the end of the movement. 
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Going on now to verse 36, we read, 


What? Came the word of God out from you? 
Or came it unto you only? (1 Corinthians 14:36) . 


Paul is asking these Corinthian Christians what makes 
them think they can conduct themselves differently 
from the other churches. This confirms our previous 
statement that the situation in Corinth was unique, 
other churches not having experienced the same prob- 
lem. 

Paul’s final exhortation in this 14th chapter is 
found in the last two verses, 


Wherefore, brethren, covet to prophesy, and 
forbid not to speak with tongues. 

Let all things be done decently and in order (1 
Corinthians 14:39, 40). 


Paul did not want the leaders at Corinth to forbid 
“tongues,” because God had graciously given this 
gift to that weak church. However, they were to ex- 
plicitly obey the instructions he had laid down, and 
all things were to be done decently and in order. ‘The 
Apostle Paul would not have been very favorably im- 
pressed by a service in which men and women with 
wild-eyed frenzy and hysteria either pray for or speak 
in tongues. 

If the Corinthian church took seriously Paul's 
estimate of “tongues,” placed the emphasis upon the 
better gifts, and carefully followed his regulations, we 
can be certain that not only did their problems in con- 
nection with tongues services come to an end, but 
the whole matter of speaking in tongues disappeared. 
Paul’s second letter to this church does not touch upon 
the subject. It was no longer a problem. “Tongues” 
had ceased. 

The gift of tongues was never intended to be a per- 
manent feature in the Church. It is one of the tem- 
porary charismatic gifts which served a special function 
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during the transition period while the Church grad- 
ually lost its Jewish character, and the New Testament 
was in the process of being written. Apostleship ended 
with the death of John. Prophecy (inspired utterances 
directly from God) ended with the completion of the 
New Testament. The gifts of miracles and healings were 
gradually withdrawn, so that in Paul’s later epistles we 
find that he no longer exercised these powers. The gift 
of “tongues” likewise was intended by God only as a 
temporary sign. This gift, in a less striking form than 
that seen in Acts, was given by God to the Corinthian 
Christians to help them in their weak, childish, im- 
mature faith. They lusted for the sensational display 
gifts even as the children of Israel lusted for meat in 
the wilderness. Psalm 106, verse 15, is perfectly ap- 
plicable to their situation. 
And he gave them their request, but sent lean- 

ness into their soul (Psalm 106:15). 

The gift they clamored for, and which God gave them, 
seemingly with reluctance, became the source of con- 
fusion and difficulty in their services, 

We believe all who today claim the New Testament 
gift of tongues for themselves are mistaken. This we 
must say even though many testify that speaking in 
tongues has been a great blessing in their lives. We 
do not question the sincerity of these Christian people, 
nor would we ridicule them. However, in love we must 
insist that the exercise of so-called tongues-speaking 
has brought much confusion and harm to the Church. 
Many fine churches have been torn apart through 
problems arising out of it. Some people who practice 
“tongues” have a tendency to look upon those who 
do not as being Christians of an inferior kind. Many 
sincere believers, earnestly wanting God's best but 
not possessing the proper emotional makeup for this 
kind of experience, have made themselves wretched 
in their efforts to speak in tongues. 
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Not only do we observe that this practice causes 
divisions and spiritual frustration, but also that it has 
led some into gross carnality. Tongues-speaking is a 
common phenomenon in heathenism, and this state of 
excitement opens the door to strange excesses. Among 
some present-day tongues groups, the assembled people 
do not conduct themselves in a decent and orderly 
manner. 

It is tragic, yet true, that a person may sincerely 
believe he is exercising a genuine gift from God, and 
yet in actuality may be playing a psychological trick 
upon himself. Psychologists tell us that it is an emo- 
tional exercise which can be induced in various man- 
ners. Many people who have come out of the Pente- 
costal movement are now convinced that they had 
been deceiving themselves. In a book written many 
years ago by Sir Robert Anderson we find the testi- 
mony of a Mr. Robert Baxter, a parliamentary lawyer 
in England, an Anglican and high churchman, who 
for a time felt a tremendous increase in spiritual 
power and seeming devotion to Christ due to the 
reception of the gift of tongues. Yet he later came to 
realize that that which for a time he had valued so 
highly was all a delusion. 

Dr. W. A. Criswell, pastor of the First Baptist 
Church in Dallas, Texas, tells of a seminary graduate 
who had majored in Hebrew attending a_ tongues- 
meeting in California. He rose to his feet and quoted 
Psalm | in the Hebrew language and sat down. A man 
stood up, solemnly announced that God had given 
him the gift of interpretation, and proceeded to de- 
clare that this was a message dealing with women 
prophesying in church. After he had finished his 
speech the seminarian made known what he had done, 
and pandemonium broke loose. It may be that the 
man who interpreted was acting in all sincerity. This 
simply indicates how far a person can go in self- 
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deception. We certainly do not wish to give the im- 
pression that such people are deliberately seeking 
to deceive. 

We hear reports that on some occasions uneducated 
people today speak perfect Chinese, Hebrew, or some 
other difficult language, but we have never seen these 
reports confirmed. So far, the tape recordings of 
tongues-services that have been examined by reputable 
linguists have not revealed instances where there was 
the miraculous use of real languages. 

The Bible makes it clear that “tongues” is not a 
gift for this age. For that reason, we would encourage 
all who desire to know and to do God’s will to turn 
away from the voices of emotional experience and 
feelings to the Word of God. Whereas the Bible no- 
where urges you to seek the gift of tongues, God does 
strongly call upon you and me to manifest and develop 
the spiritual graces of Galatians 5:22, 23, 


... love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, 
goodness, faith, 
Meekness, self-control.... 


As believer-priests we are to offer up our bodies as 
living sacrifices to God, glorifying Him through trans- 
formed lives. 


I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 
of God, that ye present your bodies a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which ts your 
reasonable service. 

And be not conformed to this world, but be ye 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that 
ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, 
and perfect, will of God (Romans 12:1, 2). 
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